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For some time he sat gazing stupidly at the paper. The telescreen had changed over 
to strident military music. It was curious that he seemed not merely to have lost the 
power of expressing himself, but even to have forgotten what it was that he had 
originally intended to say. For weeks past he had been making ready for this 
moment, and it had never crossed his mind that anything would be needed except 
courage. The actual writing would be easy. All he had to do was to transfer to paper 
the interminable restless monologue that had been running inside his head, literally 
for years. At this moment, however, even the monologue had dried up. Moreover his 
varicose ulcer had begun itching unbearably. He dared not scratch it, because if he 
did so it always became inflamed. The seconds were ticking by. He was conscious of 
nothing except the blankness of the page in front of him, the itching of the skin 
above his ankle, the blaring of the music, and a slight booziness caused by the gin. 
- Orwell, 1984 
 
 
 
To be ashamed of one’s immorality is a step on the ladder at the end of which one is 
ashamed also of one’s morality. 
- Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil 
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1 
Introduction 
There are a lot of contentious debates to be found within moral philosophy, just as there is as an 
enormous amount of undecided issues within the realm of political philosophy. One can study, argue 
or deliberate for hours, days and quite possibly even years in the realms of bioethics, public ethics, 
virtue ethics, meta-ethics, deontology or teleology without ever running the risk of depleting the 
near infinite pool of important issues and questions in these fields.  
 The same can be said of any debate within political philosophy. Whether one specializes in 
ancient or in contemporary political philosophy, whether one is interested in Rawls or, as is quite 
popular these days, Nozick or any other Libertarian, there is always something to discuss. More 
importantly, there is always someone, in moral and political philosophy, who will vehemently 
disagree with everything you have just said.  
 This is the prime reason why philosophy is so unbelievably interesting and why ancient 
philosophers, like Plato and Aristotle, are still very much relevant in our society. It also means that 
anyone who wishes to connect parts of moral and political philosophies is in for a treat. Yet, it is 
exactly this that this thesis is aiming to achieve, with the added bonus of a little sociology. In short, 
the final goal of this thesis is to provide the reader with an answer to the following question: how can 
cultural assimilation be justified through moral realism?  
 This thesis is meant to make clear a certain connection between a purely moral philosophical 
argument and a more practical, political philosophical argument. The story of the thesis is this: I shall 
defend moral realism and use this position to justify cultural assimilation by the state. I must confess, 
this is admittedly a rather brief summary of the next 36 pages, so let me expand a bit on this subject.  
 This essay has a rather straightforward structure. The first two chapters are meant for moral 
philosophy, specifically to defend a certain stance within meta-ethics. As mentioned before, the 
position here is that moral realism, any specific form of it, gives us the best account of morality. The 
third chapter ventures into sociological and political territory. The chapter here has two goals: firstly, 
it will be made clear what cultural assimilation actually is. What is important here is that the concept 
of cultural assimilation is clear to everyone. That is absolutely vital to the eventual goal of this paper, 
for it is cultural assimilation that I will be defending and justifying.  
 In defining cultural assimilation I shall reject the melting pot theory and argue for the 
acceptance of a broad definition of cultural assimilation. The second part of this chapter will be 
dedicated to the argument that the concepts of morality and cultures are strongly linked, and 
although this may seem quite obvious, it is still a necessary element in this essay. 
The fourth chapter will connect moral philosophy to political philosophy. I will try to give my 
account of morality leading to a coherent political implication. I will do so by connecting moral 
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realism to cultural assimilation, as well as dealing with the reach or the scope of this proposed 
assimilation. For if my argument in favour of a moral realism succeeds, it will become apparent that 
cultural assimilation is justified in principle, but every principle must have its limits. Doing all this will 
provide the reader with a substantive and theoretically sound argument linking moral realism to 
cultural assimilation, thus linking moral philosophy to political philosophy. The core argument of this 
essay can be taken as follows: 
1. If morality is objective, cultural assimilation is justified 
2. Morality is objective 
3. Therefore, cultural assimilation is justified 
Central to this core argument is the relation between an objective morality, a meta-ethical position, 
and cultural assimilation, a political act. I shall argue that cultural assimilation can be justified 
through an objective morality on two grounds, a meta-ethical and ethical ground. However, this 
essay shall primarily be constructed as a meta-ethical justification.  
 Thus, I shall attempt to show that there is good reason to assume that there are objective 
moral facts. Nevertheless, I shall also take an ethical position, in the sense that I will provide evidence 
supporting the idea that morality is good. It is good, because it is a necessary condition to reach the 
intrinsic good of attaining objective happiness. The final chapter will justify the act of cultural 
assimilation on my earlier adopted moral realist position. Furthermore, cultural assimilation will be 
placed in its appropriate context, namely as being a specific form of ‘paternalism’.  
 More importantly, it will make clear that there are a number of limitations to this 
justification. I shall contend that there are requirements to be met before one can actually be 
justified in enforcing a culture to partially assimilate into another culture. Therefore, the final goal of 
this essay is to present to the reader evidence that justifies cultural assimilation from the perspective 
of moral realism, while also adopting the position that morality is a necessary good.  
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1. A path towards moral realism 
There is a crucial difference between essays that favour a certain ethical position, and essays that 
favour a certain meta-ethical position. “Second-order, or metaethical, issues are issues about, rather 
than within, morality (…). First-order, or normative, issues, by contrast, are issues within morality 
about what sorts of things are morally important” (Brink 1989, 1). This essay belongs to the latter 
category. It is not my intention to show that we must favour value A over value B, or that value X is 
objective, but only that there are values that are objective. So the key question for this chapter 
would not be ‘what values are objective?’ but ‘is there reason to assume that there are objective 
values?’.  
 There are a great number of positions one can adopt within meta-ethical theory. One can 
argue for instance in favour of moral error theory, ideal observer theory or quasi-realism, but none of 
these positions will be defended here. In this essay chapter, we shall adopt a ‘moral realist’ stance. 
Within moral realism one can distinguish between naturalism, non-naturalism and supernaturalism, 
but this distinction is not of great influence for our present purposes. One way of explicating the 
theory of moral realism is through the following core argument: 
1. “Moral statements are the sorts of statements which are (or which express propositions 
which are) true or false; 
2. The truth or falsity (approximate truth…) of moral statements is largely independent of our 
moral opinions, theories, etc.; 
3. Ordinary canons of moral reasoning—together with ordinary canons of scientific and 
everyday factual reasoning—constitute, under many circumstances at least, a reliable 
method for obtaining and improving (approximate) moral knowledge” (Boyd 1988, 182). 
 However this is not necessarily the exact definition that I will defending in this thesis. While it 
might be the case that this specific entire argument of moral realism is defensible, or that any version 
of moral realism can be fully defended, there is no need for me make such a bold statement. I only 
require certain elements from moral realism. These are the following: 
1. Morality is objective. There are objective moral facts. 
2. It is possible to have an objectively right answer in a moral issue. In other words, it is possible 
to know a moral fact. 
3. Morality is stance-independent and external to us. It is not the result of (idealized) human 
thinking, it is not a construct of our mind. 
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 These claims can also be distilled from the way Brink defines moral realism, in his words 
being nothing more than a special formulation of metaphysical realism. “(1) There are moral facts or 
truths, and (2) these facts or truths are independent of the evidence for them” (Brink 1989, 17). 
Thus, the goal of this chapter is to provide evidence for these central claims. We shall do so in the 
following way. Much like Brink I shall take moral realism to be the “natural metaphysical position”, 
thus essentially placing the burden of proof on its competitors (Brink 1989, 25). This gives me room 
to structure my plea for moral realism in the following way. I take the primary opposition of moral 
realism to be the following three theories (Sayre-McCord 1986, 4-11): non-cognitivism, moral error 
theory and moral constructivism, three theories also commonly referred to as moral anti-realism. It is 
no surprise that these are mentioned in this specific order.  
 For if non-cognitivism is successful, then our whole undertaking would be utterly pointless. 
But even if we can successfully reject non-cognitivism, moral error theory would need to be rejected 
as well, and even if the rejection of moral error theory is successful, the dangers of moral 
constructivism are still looming. The following two chapters can therefore be divided in three steps, 
the aim of each step being the explanation and rejection of a competing theory. The steps are 
cumulative and together provide an adequate defence of the three core arguments. Thus, at the end 
of the next chapter we will have shown that there is good reason to reject the moral anti-realist 
theories and accept its opposing positions.  
 Central to this story are the three claims mentioned on the previous page. We shall deal with 
non-cognitivism, explain its central argument and see how that would affect the central claims. It will 
come as no surprise that if we were to accept non-cognitivism none of the central claims would 
remain standing. Hence it is necessary to reject it. The structure of the sections on moral error theory 
and moral constructivism are the same. After having hopefully overcome moral anti-realism with our 
central claims still standing, we shall summarize our position and make some further distinctions 
within moral realism. 
1.1. Truth-apt or not truth-apt? 
Moral cognitivism and moral non-cognitivism are different, polar opposite
1
 approaches to meta-
ethical theory. In short, they differ upon this single issue: a cognitivist will claim that moral 
judgements are truth-apt, a non-cognitivist would argue that such a sentence is not apt for truth or 
falsity. Let us use an example to expand upon this still rather abstract and ill-defined notion. Imagine 
person J walking into a bar. He has had a rough day at work and quite frankly, the only thing on his 
mind right now is to go to the pub, get a drink and unwind a bit. He seeks no trouble, yet as so often 
                                                          
1
 Shafer Landau describes non-cognitivism as being the denial of cognitivism, Van Roojen argues that 
cognitivism is best described as the denial of non-cognitivism. In any case, they deny each other and seem 
quite suited to be described as polar opposites. 
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happens, trouble seems to find a person exactly at times that one really does not want any. J gets 
robbed, but fortunately, he notices the crook busy in his devious act and is thus able to apprehend 
him. In taking back his wallet he decides to give the man a little lecture and what is right and wrong. 
He utters the following moral statement: “stealing is wrong”!  
 A cognitivist would argue that what J in this situation means is quite straightforward. By 
arguing that stealing is wrong, J utters a belief and such a belief is either true or false. In this case it 
seems quite obvious that J has a very good point, it seems natural to assume that J is in the right, in 
moral terms so to speak. J could have also been the one who performed the heinous act of stealing, 
and when caught could have shouted from the top of his lungs that stealing is actually quite good. In 
such a case we would be less sympathetic towards him, and say that his belief that stealing is the 
correct thing to do, is quite simply false. The central point, however, is that by expressing oneself 
through a moral statement, one expresses a belief and such a belief is “apt for truth and falsity” (van 
Roojen 2012). Thus, being a cognitivist allows for the existence of moral truths. It gives us the 
possibility to ascribe truth values to moral beliefs. In itself, it says nothing about whether the moral 
truth is objective or subjective. 
 A non-cognitivist, also known as an expressivist, would disagree: moral judgements are not 
capable of being judged upon their truth or falsity conditions. Non-cognitivism, a meta-ethical 
standpoint that deserves more space than it will get in this thesis, denies that there are moral facts 
and truths. But, it combines this with “a specific view about the function of moral discourse. On their 
view, moral judgements are not beliefs and thus are not truth-evaluable” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 18). 
Here we can notice the distinction with moral error theory. Very crudely, error theorists suggest that 
while our moral statements are truth-evaluable, truth will never be found, for every moral statement 
we make is false.  
 Non-cognitivism differs significantly from such a position. For if we make a moral statement, 
we do not even try to get it right. Moral error theory presupposes that there is a moral domain, but 
that our moral statements never apply to this domain, and that is the error we make. Non-
cognitivism “denies that there is any such error, since it rejects cognitivism about the domain. It does 
not see agents as trying, but failing, to describe anything. So we needn’t charge people with error” 
(Shafer-Landau 2005, 20). The difference between cognitivism and non-cognitivism can thus also be 
searched in their explanations of moral discourse, or in other words, what we really mean when we 
make a moral statement. 
 For that is the area in which we can most clearly notice the wide variety of theories within 
non-cognitivism. Let us return to the example of J who was minding his own business in a local pub. 
As we have seen, a cognitivist sees the exclamation of “stealing is wrong” as expressing a portrayal of 
J’s beliefs, namely that stealing is morally wrong. Within prescriptivism, a strand in non-cognitivism, 
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the argument would be that what J really means by saying that stealing is wrong, is that he argues 
that one should not steal. As follows, “stealing is wrong” becomes “do not steal”. Emotivism argues 
that moral discourse is meant to “give vent to one’s feelings and persuade other to share them” 
(Shafer-Landau 2005, 20). When uttering the, now quite often repeated, phrase “stealing is wrong”, 
one really does not say anything else than “boo stealing!”. Conversely, if J were the crook, the one 
who stole from the people in the bar, and he would argue that stealing is in fact a good thing to do, 
an emotivist would ‘translate’ this moral statement into “hurray for stealing!” (Smith 1994, 10). The 
central point is that the moral statements are not truth-evaluable.  
 The purpose of moral discourse according to non-cognitivism is not to talk about moral facts, 
for there are no moral facts. We cannot be morally right or morally wrong, we only express our 
attitude towards a certain non-moral fact (Shafer-Landau 2005, 21). Accepting non-cognitivism 
would therefore clearly undermine the whole purpose of this thesis. If we were to favour the non-
cognitivist position, the possibility of being morally right and morality being stance-independent 
would make no sense, for these two positions require at least the existence of moral facts. Thus, 
while we cannot give any justification for morality being objective in this section, it is still required to 
provide evidence that favours cognitivism over non-cognitivism. Without cognitivism, there is no 
such thing as morality to begin with. 
 Non-cognitivism is a position that undoubtedly has its merits. As Shafer-Landau argues, non-
cognitivism has the advantage of being much more simple to use than cognitivism. “Ontologically, 
the picture is simpler than that proposed by cognitivists, who are forced to augment the scientific 
world view with an additional layer of moral properties. Other things equal, simplicity is to be 
preferred” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 21). In comparison to ethical non-naturalism, which will be 
discussed more prominently later, it holds its grounds as well.  
 It does not have the same epistemological problems as non-naturalism, “since there are no 
moral truths to be known, expressivists needn’t entangle themselves in the epistemological 
contortions involved in explaining the perception of a sui generis realm of facts” (Shafer-Landau 
2005, 21). Finally, it is at first sight well equipped to account for the motivational force that comes 
along with our moral judgements (Smith 1994, 7). “On a broadly Humean theory of motivation, 
which is accepted by all non-cognitivists (and most cognitivists), beliefs alone cannot motivate. Yet 
moral judgements alone can motivate. Therefore moral judgements are not beliefs. Therefore 
cognitivism is false” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 22).  
  However, it is my position that these benefits are simply outweighed by the negative 
consequences of adopting a non-cognitivist position. Non-cognitivism is either mistaken, as I think is 
the case with the notion that beliefs are supposedly not capable of motivating us, or its benefits, 
namely its superior way of describing our moral discourse, is not so superior after all. Thus, what we 
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will attempt to do first is show that cognitivist discourse is to be preferred over non-cognitivist 
discourse. Second, if it can then be shown that beliefs are capable of motivating us, in effect rejecting 
part of the Humean motivational theory, one can assume that moral judgements can be beliefs. This 
is necessary because desires cannot be criticized, desires are not capable of being judged upon their 
truth or falsity (Smith 1994, 8).  
 In contrast, beliefs can be criticized, beliefs can be judged on their validity, and it is therefore 
necessary to show that beliefs can constitute moral judgements. If these arguments are successful, 
then the argument that non-cognitivism is simpler than cognitivism suddenly loses its value, because 
all other things are no longer equal. For instance, one might argue that the Sun revolves around the 
Earth, instead of the other way around, because such a theory is much simpler to explain (“I see the 
Sun moving in the sky and I don’t feel the Earth moving, ergo: the Sun revolves around the Earth!”). 
But simplicity alone does not constitute a valid theory. Thus cognitivism is to be preferred if the 
argument succeeds, for it provides us with a more accurate moral discourse and a better explanation 
of motivational force. 
As I see it, the primary objection against non-cognitivism is known as the Frege-Geach 
problem, otherwise known as the embedding problem (Unwin 1999, 337-338). A problem for non-
cognitivists arises when dealing with moral judgements in more complicated sentences, instances 
wherein we do not simply use these moral statements in ‘free standing predicative uses’. In returning 
to the earlier given example, what if our main character J did not get robbed, but was instead 
discussing the issue with other people. He might ask “is stealing wrong?” or “I wonder whether 
stealing is wrong?”. In such cases non-cognitivism does not provide for a clear account of moral 
discourse, to the contrary.  
The emotivist translation of “I wonder whether stealing is wrong” would be “I wonder 
whether I should boo stealing”. The prescriptivist translation would be “I wonder whether one does 
not ought to steal”. It is highly dubious, up to a point where I consider it justifiably contestable, that 
people would truly mean this when uttering moral sentences. In fact, it seems quite obvious that in 
such a case, in the more complex sentences, people refer to a moral domain, exactly the part that 
non-cognitivism denies. For if J asks himself whether he should boo stealing, he does not vent his 
emotions towards a certain non-moral fact. By wondering about the moral reprehensibility of 
stealing, J certainly does not voice his disapproval. Clearly, the free standing “stealing is wrong” 
differs in meaning from the embedded “stealing is wrong” (van Roojen 2012). 
Within non-cognitivist moral discourse the attitude that accompanies the moral sentence is 
what gives such a sentence its meaning (Shafer-Landau 2005, 24). It is therefore surely unforgivable 
that the attitude changes if one uses these complex sentences. “Since one’s attitude changes if one 
asserts a claim, negates it, cites it as a disjunct, or embeds it in the antecedent of a conditional, then 
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the meaning of the relevant phrase ought to change as well. But it surely doesn’t, and can’t, if the 
possibility of logical moral argument is to be preserved” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 24). It seems much 
more likely that when one argues that stealing is wrong, one holds the belief the stealing is in the 
strongest moral terms actually wrong. One tries, whether it succeeds or not is not the issue here, to 
grasp the moral domain.  
In the same way this applies to the complex sentence, in which one wonders whether 
stealing is wrong. One does not assert that stealing is actually wrong, but our moral language is used 
in such a case to, again, reach into the moral domain. This is the same moral domain of which non-
cognitivism denies that even exists, and thus our moral language does not try to grasp it. The issue 
here is not if such a moral domain is objective or subjective, or if it is even attainable (moral error 
theory), that shall be discussed in the following section. Yet it seems reasonable now to assume that 
our moral discourse is meant to portray moral facts, and that non-cognitivist moral discourse does 
not offer a viable alternative. 
In itself, this presents us with an objection to moral non-cognitivism, but rejecting it is, 
unfortunately, not as simple as that: non-cognitivism has another trick up its sleeve. “Non-
cognitivists have a ready explanation for the practicality of ethics” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 22). If we 
deem something to be right, a moral judgement, then from a psychological point of view we have 
reason to be motivated to act. As Smith (1994, 10) puts it, “if we think it right to give to famine relief 
then, other things being equal, we must be motivated to give to family relief”. In other words, our 
moral judgements are in fact desires, and they are not beliefs. This way non-cognitivism provides us 
with a better account of how morality motivates us.  
So, at first sight, cognitivism seems to have a problem, because a cognitivist argues that our 
moral judgements are in fact beliefs. Beliefs cannot motivate us, yet desires can. Moral judgements 
can motivate us, therefore moral judgements are in fact manifestations of our desires and not 
beliefs. Furthermore, “according to the standard picture of human psychology that we get from 
Hume, not only are desires not assessable in terms of truth and falsehood, they are not subject to 
any sort of rational criticism at all” (Smith 1994, 8). This constitutes the central point of the 
argument: if moral judgements cannot be assessable in terms of truth or falsehood, they are not 
truth-apt. It seems only natural to object to this idea, since it is generally accepted in all forms of 
non-cognitivism. It is also accepted in certain forms of cognitivism, but these are not the forms of 
cognitivism that I shall not be supporting. 
First we have the formidable task upon our hands of arguing against motivational 
Humeanism. The primary goal here is to show that not only desires can form our moral judgements, 
but that beliefs are also capable of constituting our moral judgements. The argument from the 
Humean perspective is, to reiterate, that moral judgements are capable of motivating us, and since 
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beliefs are not capable of motivating, moral judgements must be constituted by desires. The anti-
Humean argument which I shall adopt here, is that moral judgements are indeed capable of 
motivating us, but such moral judgements can be constituted by our beliefs.  
We can start our argumentation by following the logic of the non-cognitivist, at which point 
we will quite early discover that not all moral judgements are desires. Let us take the example of a 
certain soldier in wartime. He and his comrades have sought shelter in a bunker, but alas, they are 
discovered by enemy combatants. A grenade is thrown into their hiding place, and the 
aforementioned soldier sees it happening, realizes the consequences, jumps on top of it and 
smothers the blast.
2
 The explosion might kill him or it might injure him. It may seem quite bizarre to 
contend that in such a case this soldier acted upon his desires, motivational Humeanism does not 
seem able to account for such a scenario.  
However, the Anti-Humeanist explanation does seem to work, for it seems very likely that 
the action of such a soldier is based on a belief, namely, the belief that his self-sacrifice is the right 
thing to do. It would be odd to force the notion of desire into such a situation: “sometimes a desire 
simply doesn’t appear on the scene –‘I saw that it needed to be done, and did it. I don’t recall 
wanting anything at all at the moment’” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 123).  In this same case, a desire might 
have appeared, for example the soldier’s desire to stay alive, to not get injured, to return unharmed 
from the war, but his desire was overridden by his belief. It seems natural to conclude that beliefs 
can form moral judgements, and these moral judgements possess motivational force. 
 A second argument can be found in the idea of when a person mistakenly ascribes his action 
to a desire, while his actions in fact were formed by his beliefs. Shafer-Landau (2005, 125) provides 
us with an excellent account of this argument. The example here is that there is a student who, just 
like his father before him, wants to be a lawyer. Back then, it was his desire to go into law. He 
attends law school but, as time goes by, he becomes increasingly aware of his disdain towards his 
future profession, as he simply does not enjoy his education. He drops out, finds a nice job in a 
completely different sector of the market and soon realizes that he really never aspired to be an 
attorney.  
                                                          
2 
This is not merely a hypothetical situation. One of the many examples is: “Nathan Elbaz, (17 October 1932 – 
11 February 1954) – Israel Defense Forces Soldier that sacrificed his life for his friends, receiving for this the 
Medal of Distinguished Service. Elbaz was born in Safro, Morocco and left his family to emigrate to Israel as part 
of Aliyat Hanoar ("Youth Aliyah"). Elbaz was inducted into the Israel Defense Forces in 1952 and served in the 
Infantry Corps. On 11 February 1954, while disassembling hand grenades, a routine task he was entrusted with, 
a grenade was accidentally activated. He immediately called on his friends to take shelter, but when he saw 
that there was no way to throw the grenade without endangering them, he ran away from them while pressing 
it to his chest and was thus killed. For this action he received a posthumous citation from the chief of staff 
Moshe Dayan. The citation was replaced with the Medal of Distinguished Service” via 
http://www.hadracha.org/sw/historyView.asp?historyID=154 
 
 
10 
 Hence, there is an important conclusion: he once thought that he wanted to be a lawyer, 
now he sees that he was mistaken about that: “our actions may sometimes involve us in ongoing 
aggravation or tedium (…). Very few of us desire to experience such things. The Humean must explain 
our willingness to put up with these things by citing a further desire –a desire for some goal that we 
believe attainable via the unpleasantness. But this is impossible for those cases in which we mistake 
our desires” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 125). If one realizes that one really never wanted to become a 
lawyer, one did not desire the process leading to the end and the end itself, then it seems rather 
strange to continue defending that there has been some sort of desire in this process. There was a 
mistaken belief that there was a desire, but there never existed any actual desire. In this example, 
the belief was able to motivate us, even if that belief was mistaken. 
 This actually shows us that a belief is capable of motivating us. The original argument was 
that since moral judgements are capable of motivating us, they must be desires. Yet beliefs are also 
capable of motivating us. Therefore, moral judgements can also be beliefs, and since beliefs can be 
judged upon their truth or falsity condition, that allows us to argue that moral judgements can be 
judged in the same way. It gives us an argument against non-cognitivism and in favour of cognitivism. 
Furthermore, there is reason to assume that through our discourse we try to portray moral facts. 
Henceforth, this allows us to proclaim that there is a morality and that there are moral facts. 
Whether this morality and the moral facts are objective or subjective and whether we ever succeed 
in portraying the moral facts are different issues.  
 These considerations lead us to favour cognitivism over non-cognitivism. Of course, this is far 
from a complete story. Yet it also does not make any sense to delve too deep into this subject, 
without ever having a realistic expectation of giving a well-versed solution to moral debate so grand 
in nature. For this is not just a separate discussion meant for a separate paper, it is a discussion 
meant for a separate book. However, considering that the only objective here was to provide the 
reader with enough arguments to feel a natural inclination towards cognitivism, it seems justified to 
conclude that the presented arguments our enough for present purposes. 
1.2. Moral error theory 
Having adopted a cognitivist position, we must now deal with the looming danger of moral error 
theory. Moral error theory is the position most famously propagated by J.L. Mackie, and for this 
reason we shall focus solely on his work. Shafer-Landau describes moral error theory as being a 
cognitivist theory that says “that the relevant language is conveyed by beliefs which purport to be 
descriptive, but that there is a massive error of presupposition that underlies the vocabulary” (2005, 
19). According to moral error theorists, we always make the same massive mistake, and this is that 
every moral judgement we make, when referring to an objective morality, is wrong. Our complete 
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moral discourse is therefore false, in the sense that it would also be false to talk about something 
that does not exist.  
 I can say that a Pegasus is very pretty to look at, but since there is no such thing as a Pegasus, 
my judgement is fundamentally mistaken. This does not mean that there is no such thing as a 
Pegasus, but, apart from in my own imaginary world, it does not exist and thus every value 
judgement about it is uniformly false. A staunch atheist is an error theorist about God. Everything 
that is ever said about a divine presence is false, because while people try to represent it in their 
discourse, according to the atheist, there is no divine presence. This entire part of their vocabulary is 
drenched in errors (Sayre-McCord 1986, 7). The same thing would apply to morality: our moral 
vocabulary is drenched in error when we try to refer to an objective morality, or if we try to 
represent an objective moral fact. 
 The reason why our vocabulary is drenched in errors is because of the peculiar nature of 
moral facts if they were to be objective. Central to this is the famous queerness argument of Mackie. 
The core claim here is that objective moral facts would have to exhibit a number of characteristics 
that would make it highly unlikely that they would exist. It would have “qualities or relations of a very 
strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the universe” (Mackie 1977 (1990), 38). 
Furthermore, it would require some form of epistemological superpowers to know about such moral 
facts, “some special faculty of moral perception or intuition, utterly different from our ordinary ways 
of knowing everything else” (Mackie 1977 (1990), 38).  
 This constitutes a prima facie objection against the existence of objective moral properties, 
objective moral facts and thus an objective morality. In other words, morality cannot be objective, 
because it is exactly in this objectivity that one finds the greatest problems. It is, as a result, 
impossible to know about any of the objective moral facts, hence they do not exist. Thus, accepting 
moral error theory would make it impossible for us to accept the core arguments that I proposed.  
 To counter this theory I shall attempt to show that denying the existence of moral facts on 
the basis of these queer features is not a valid argument. Furthermore, as Brink shows, Mackie 
accepts that the burden of proof lies with error theory (Brink 1984, 112). Therefore, if it can be 
shown that error theory does not provide a sufficiently better position, one is justified in saying that 
moral realism, and with it the three arguments, remain standing. 
 This shall be done by following the theory of Cuneo
3
, who notes the following: Mackie argues 
that since there is no reason to subscribe to the notion of objective moral values, this also means 
                                                          
3
 There are of course other ways to distance oneself from the theory of Mackie. One of the most intricate ways 
is given by Brink. The argument here is that Mackie wrongly assumes that a moral realist is subscribed to the 
notion of ethical non-naturalism. Non-naturalism entails that objective moral facts or moral properties are sui 
generis (the claim that a moral fact cannot be reduced to a non-moral fact) (Brink 1984, 118). But a realist does 
not need to subscribe to this notion. Furthermore, Mackie’s claim that a realist must accept that morality has 
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that some non-moral values, such as aestheticism, are also anything but objective. “I shall not discuss 
these explicitly, but clearly much of the considerations apply to aesthetic and moral values, and there 
would be at least some initial implausibility that gave the one a different status from the other” 
(Mackie 1977 (1990), 15). Since there are many similarities between aesthetic values and moral 
values, the same reasons as to why morality is not objective are applicable to aestheticism not being 
objective.  
 As I see it, Cuneo rightfully remarks that it is highly plausible to assume that there are other 
domains sufficiently similar to the moral domain: “epistemic values such as being rational, being 
justified, and being warranted, for example, appear to be no less similar to moral values than 
aesthetic values. But if this is right, won’t Mackie’s arguments, if sound, also provide good reason to 
reject the existence of such values?” (Cuneo 2007, 2). It seems to be a justified question to ask. To 
answer this question affirmatively two things need to be shown: (1) moral facts are sufficiently 
similar to epistemic facts and (2) epistemic realism is to be considered superior to epistemic nihilism.  
 For it is the existence of objective moral facts that means that moral realism is true and it is 
the existence of epistemic facts that means that epistemic realism is true. He spells out his core 
argument, which he uses to argue in favour of moral realism of a paradigmatic sort, in the following 
way:  
1. “If moral facts do not exist, then epistemic facts do not exist.  
2. Epistemic facts exist.  
3. So, moral facts exist.  
4. If moral facts exist, then moral realism is true.  
5. So moral realism is true” (Cuneo 2007, 6).  
 
The reason why Mackie argues against the existence of an objective morality and moral facts is 
known by now. Cuneo frames this in the following way: the rejection of the existence of an objective 
morality is based on their possession of these ‘objectionable features’. However, epistemic facts 
possess the same objectionable features. Thus, there is no special problem with moral facts, it is not 
a moral fact that is objectionable, the features themselves are objectionable (Cuneo 2007, 8). These 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
to be “objectively prescriptive, Mackie is claiming that moral realism requires the truth of internalism” (Brink 
1984, 113). But, as Brink argues, reason internalism and motivational internalism are both contentious notions 
and a realist does not need to subscribe to those. He can instead favour externalism. In doing so, Brink adopts 
“a functionalist theory of moral value according to which are facts about human well-being and flourishing. (…) 
Moral facts will as a matter of fact at least typically provide agents with reasons to do the morally correct 
thing” (Brink 1984, 115). Second of all, we can reject error theory by arguing that this would presuppose that 
hypothetical imperatives are false as well. And exactly these hypothetical imperatives are, according to Mackie, 
crucial in error theory. “The domain of hypothetical imperatives is supposed to be definitive of the scope of 
practical reason on Mackie’s account” (Lillehammer 2007, 56). 
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are, in order of appearance, the supposed supervenience –, the intrinsically motivating character –, 
the categorically reason-giving nature –, the mysterious character –, the explanatory idleness of an 
objective morality, and finally the inability of an objective morality to account for moral 
disagreement. (Cuneo 2007, 8, 90-112).  
 These are the standard employed objections used to show that moral realism is false and 
that moral facts are not objective. But, since epistemic facts and moral facts are not only similar, but 
“are like a web with their denizens paralleling, intertwining with, and mutually supporting one 
another” (Cuneo 2007, 7), these objections are equally valid with respect towards epistemic facts. To 
argue that moral facts do not exist because they exhibit these objectionable features would mean 
that one is obligated to deny the existence of epistemic facts, which means that one would be forced 
to take the position that epistemic realism is false. 
 However, evidence must be provided for the alleged similarity between epistemic facts and 
moral facts. The first argument has four steps and is basically a running analogy. The argument is that 
there is a moral realist’s and a epistemic realist’s speech act thesis, alethic thesis and an ontic thesis 
(Cuneo 2007, 21-35 & 53-56). There are also moral categorical reasons as well as there are epistemic 
categorical reasons (Cuneo 2007, 36-39 & 58-59). The second argument is that moral and epistemic 
facts “are structurally isomorphic. Facts of both kinds are either particular or general normative facts, 
on the one hand, or evaluative or deontic normative facts, on the other” (Cuneo 2007, 70). The third 
similarity is that moral and epistemic facts can both refer to not only a variety of objects, but can also 
refer to the same objects.  
 “Both moral and epistemic norms apply to an extraordinarily wide array of entities. 
Institutions, persons, intentions, (…) ways of viewing things, ways of finding out things, and so forth, 
are all plausibly thought to be subject to moral and epistemic norms. They are, as we might say, 
morally and epistemically appraisable entities” (Cuneo 2007, 71). He places this opposite to the 
impression that some have, which he argues is mistaken, that moral norms apply to intentions and 
epistemic norms to beliefs. The final similarities that are noted by Cuneo are that moral and 
epistemic facts “favour identical modes of response” (Cuneo 2007, 80), and that “such facts are not 
only necessarily coextensive, but (…) there is no obvious way to disentangle (ontologically, at least) 
their moral and epistemic dimensions” (Cuneo 2007, 80).  
 Henceforth, the error theorist is required to show that epistemic realism is false if he wants 
to stand his ground and hold that morality is not objective. But this requires work from the error 
theorist, not from the moral realist, for as Brink has shown, the burden of proof lies with error 
theory. It does not require the realist to provide evidence that epistemic realism is true, but it 
requires the error theorist to show that the epistemological equivalent of Mackie’s moral error 
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theory can be defended. A defence of epistemic nihilism, “the epistemic counterpart to J.L. Mackie’s 
error-theoretic account of morality” (Cuneo 2007, 115), is thus what is needed.  
 However, epistemic nihilism has no chance of succeeding, since it denies that any justified 
and objective knowledge is possible. It argues, in line with its moral counterpart, that since our 
attempts of reaching a justified and objective knowledge are never successful, there is no such thing 
as objective and justified knowledge. Because of the following three undesirable results, epistemic 
nihilism can be rejected.  The first result is that “either epistemic nihilism is self-defeating and, hence, 
we have no (sufficient) reason to believe it, or, it implies that there are no epistemic reasons and, a 
fortiori, that we have no reason to believe it”. The second result is that “either epistemic nihilism is 
self-defeating or it implies a radical version of epistemological scepticism”, and finally there is the 
objection that “either epistemic nihilism is self-defeating or it implies that there could be no 
arguments for anything” (Cuneo 2007, 118-121). We can clearly note how epistemic nihilism does 
not bring much to the table. 
 By framing our case in this way we have found a relatively structered way of denying the 
validity of moral error theory. We can summarize the argument in the following way. Moral error 
theory argues that an objective morality does not exist, because the objective moral facts and 
properties would have certain objectionable features. Yet, the notion that there is a strong similarity 
between epistemic facts and moral facts suggests that epistemic facts have these objectionable 
features as well. Yet the rejection of epistemic facts does not seem possible, for its consequence 
would be epistemic nihilism. Epistemic nihilism being false, one can then infer that epistemic facts 
exist and that the objectionable features are no reason to deny it. Therefore, moral facts can also not 
be denied on the grounds of them having these features. Thus, moral realism is true. This is already a 
presumptive case in favour of the existence of an objective morality.   
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2. Moral realism 
Before we can be reasonably justified in saying that there are objective moral facts, that it is possible 
to know about such moral facts and that we sometimes get it right, one more step has to be taken. 
For it is Cuneo who favours a moral realism of a paradigmatic sort. His reason is that moral 
constructivism ought to be seen as a moral realist position. He justifies this by rejecting the mind-
independence clause
4
, which indicates that the truth-proximity of a moral statement is independent 
from a human mind (Cuneo 2007, 45-49). This is a position of Cuneo that cannot be defended in this 
thesis. If moral constructivism were to be a moral realist approach, it would imply that moral facts 
are not objective. All in all, the idea that a subjective morality can be a part of a moral realist 
approach is not tenable. 
2.1. Morality is not a construct 
Moral constructivism simply means that our morality is crucially dependent upon the will of the 
people. This can be an individual, a community or an ideal observer, but if we were to accept this, we 
would incorporate a strong subjectivist notion into a putative objective meta-ethical theory. That 
surely cannot be, so for this reason we must reject moral constructivism, and instead favour the 
validity of theories espousing an objective morality.  
 We shall do so in two different ways. Subjective moral constructivism poses less of a threat 
for the purposes of this thesis, so we will focus on this particular form of constructivism first. 
Secondly, we will deal with the objective strand of moral constructivism, which is more commonly 
referred to as ‘idealized moral constructivism’. The central difference between moral constructivism 
and moral realism is the question as to what exactly satisfies the truth-conditions of moral claims. 
What makes us say that a certain moral claim is true? In other words, we deal not with the ethical 
question ‘which moral claims are true?’, but with the meta-ethical question ‘what makes a moral 
claim true?’ (Sayre-McCord 1986, 10). 
 Subjective moral constructivism “allows that moral facts exist but holds that they are, in 
some manner to be specified, constituted by our mental activity” (Joyce 2009). A subjectivist would 
hold that our actual, instead of our idealized, attitudes decide what the moral facts are. One can 
make a distinction between individual and group attitudes, also referred to as the difference 
                                                          
4
 Cuneo notes that he has found many philosophers favouring the mind-independence clause, one of which 
being Shafer-Landau. He seems to be mistaken here. “Realism is sometimes contrasted with constructivism by 
invoking the claim that, for realists, morality is mind-independent. There is some truth to this, but it seems ill 
expressed by the present notion. Any plausible moral theory will claim that some moral truths depend on an 
agent’s mental states. (…) The way I would prefer to characterize the realist position is by reference to its 
endorsement of the stance-independence of moral reality. Realists believe (…) that the moral standards that fix 
the moral facts are not made true by virtue of their ratification from within any given actual or hypothetical 
perspective” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 15). Instead, we should therefore favour stance-independence as a central 
notion within moral realism. 
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between a subjectivist and intersubjectivist moral position (Sayre-McCord 1986, 12-14). The 
individual position would hold that whether something is good or bad, whether it is a positive or 
negative moral property, is the result of the attitude of the individual. As follows, the truth of a moral 
claim is validated by the desires and beliefs of an individual. The truth conditions of moral 
judgements are met if they coincide with the individual’s attitude, desires or beliefs. Value 
judgements can be literally true, “but only because of the subjective states of someone” (Sayre-
McCord 1986, 13).  If one were to argue that moral truths are the result of the actual attitudes of a 
group or culture, one would be subscribing to moral relativism.  
 As such, “moral rightness is constructed from the actual agreements individuals make with 
one another” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 39). Morality is constructed by the society. Relativism “treats 
moral claims as being about (and not merely reflecting) the conventions and practices actually in 
force in the relevant society” (Sayre-McCord 1986, 14). Whether a moral judgement meets the truth 
conditions is not an internal decision, but morality is far from being stance-independent either. If we 
were to accept subjective moral constructivism, our three core arguments could not be held. For if 
morality is constituted by the mind it is neither objective nor external to us. It does grant us the 
possibility of attaining moral knowledge, but this does not seem like too much of an achievement, 
considering that we, either as an individual or as a group, would be solely responsible in the 
construction and existence of this moral knowledge.  
 We do not need to subscribe to this notion. Individual subjective constructivism is 
implausible because it does not allow for the possibility of moral error. It is one thing to argue that 
we are able to meet the truth conditions when uttering a moral judgement, it is too much to argue 
that we are always successful in doing so. Yet according to this specific constructivist position our 
moral judgements are always correct as long as they correctly represent our beliefs, desires and 
attitudes. That would mean that the belief of a Nazi that Jews would be inferior is true. Yet, we are 
surely justified in saying that the belief of a Nazi that Jews are inferior is false, even if morality is not 
objective (Shafer-Landau 2005, 41).  
 A subjectivist is forced with a choice. He would have to stand his ground and deny the 
possibility of a moral mistake, or he has to take the position that a moral judgement can be true and 
false at the same time. He might contend that the belief X is true for group A, but false for group B. 
The belief that Jews are inferior would be true for the Nazi, but false for anyone who isn’t a Nazi. But 
the position that beliefs can be true and false at the same time seems just as implausible. 
Intersubjective constructivism does not work either, for it “has trouble explaining how we can 
intelligibly raise moral objections to the habits approved by our society” (Sayre-McCord 1986, 14). 
Furthermore, in such a case the society would decide what is morally permissible and what not. 
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While that in itself does not seem to be a problem for a relativist, it does present us with the odd 
result that a moral good can potentially be found through a survey of the members of that society. 
 As noted, the challenge of moral constructivism becomes much stronger when it is combined 
with an idealized approach. Because this form of moral constructivism requires “some degree of 
idealization for the attitudes and responses that go towards fixing the truth”, it can be viewed as 
objective moral constructivism (Shafer-Landau 2005, 39). There seems to be no role for an external 
morality within its framework, since it is still the result of a human mind. Being the result of an 
idealized human mind means that morality is constructed by a mind not influenced by any 
epistemological or practical limitations. Instead, morality is constructed through “a perfectly 
informed and dispassionate standpoint, from the standpoint of pure reason, from behind a ‘veil of 
ignorance’, or from the perspective of one looking to identify principles that would govern persons 
on a basis that no one could reasonably reject” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 40).  
 This is why objective moral constructivism is also not a part of moral realism. Objective 
constructivism makes the nature of morality crucially depend on a human mind as well, even if there 
is no human in the world that has, or can be ever conceived of having, such a human mind. Thus, it is 
not stance-independent, because although the stance is only hypothetical, it is still a stance through 
which morality could be justified. It is a stronger objection to moral realism than subjective moral 
constructivism can ever provide, because it has three advantages compared to it: “[it] captures the 
impartiality of the moral perspective, [it] preserves the categorical nature of moral demands, and 
provides a plausible view of the nature of moral error” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 40).  
 However, there are two main arguments as to why objective moral constructivism does not 
offer us a better account of morality than moral realism does. First, this position is not able to deal 
with the Euthyphro problem in a way that moral realism can. “The dilemma pressed against the 
constructivist is a variation of one first found in the Euthyphro. There, the question was whether 
divine approval constituted the piety of acts, or whether it was simply a good criterion of such acts” 
(Shafer-Landau 2005, 42-43).  
 An objective constructivist argues that a moral value is good if the attitude of the idealized 
mind, or the attitude of the ideal moral agent, would be positive. Let us assume that the ideal moral 
agent would argue that equality is objectively good. In such a case equality is good, because the 
attitude of an ideal moral agent would make it deem equality to be good. However, if the attitude of 
a moral agent is considered “worthy to fix moral truth (…) then these attitudes must be developed in 
response to reasons” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 43). This poses the constructivist with a challenge. 
Because if the attitude of the moral agent is the result of his moral reasons, then those moral 
reasons come first and morality is not the result of an idealized attitude at all. Equality would not be 
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good because the attitude of an idealized agent would make him say so. Instead, the idealized agent 
would say his moral reasons tell him that equality is good.  
 Yet, if the constructivist were to deny that these moral reasons influence the attitude of an 
idealized agent, morality must be the result of other non-moral reasons. And if that is the case, then 
“it is hard to see why the outcomes (…) should be definitive of morality” (Shafer-Landau 2005, 43). 
Because, while objective moral constructivism might provide an idealized and justified account of 
how moral truths come to be, that alone is no reason to accept it. The moral agent might be 
idealized, but that does not mean that it is reasonable and true to say that it can turn non-moral 
reasons into moral truths.  
 If we search for the answer to a certain moral issue, we deliberate and search for a moral 
truth. But the truth does not depend on whether the process of our deliberation is justified or not. In 
other words, the justification of a moral belief does not necessarily mean that a moral belief is true. 
“We may not be able to doubt that beliefs that are ideally justified are reasonable to hold, but we 
can sensibly ask whether such beliefs are true” (Brink 1989, 31). No matter how idealized the 
justification of our belief in moral properties is, justification alone does not imply truth. These have 
been two presumptive arguments against objective moral constructivism. Admittedly, they are only 
prima facie objections, but this is enough for present purposes, as the burden of proof lies with 
moral anti-realism.  
2.2. The plea for realism 
Moral realism seems to be plausible and defensible, and thus provides us with a good account of 
morality. I have defended that following three core arguments: 
1. Morality is objective. There are objective moral facts.  
2.  It is possible to have an objectively right answer in a moral issue. In other words, it is 
possible to know a moral fact.  
3.  Morality is stance-independent and external to us. It is not the result of (idealized) human 
thinking, it is not a construct of our mind. 
The competing theories that deny these central arguments all seem to fail. The argument has been 
developed in a primarily negative way, through the denial of the validity of the theories that would 
oppose the central arguments. So, while it may not be fully justified to conclude that moral realism is 
true, it does seem reasonable to argue that every meta-ethical position is acceptable, as long as this 
position contains the three clauses mentioned. Nevertheless, since it is implausible that a moral anti-
realist would be able to provide a defensible theory that incorporates the three clauses, we will likely 
end up at a realist position anyway.  
 
 
19 
 As explained earlier, I favour the position of Brink that “moral realism should be our meta-
ethical starting point, and we should give it up only if it does involve unacceptable metaphysical and 
epistemological commitments” (Brink 1989, 26). This means that the burden of proof does not lie 
with moral realism. It has been attempted to show that none of the competing theories succeed in 
providing a better explanation of the nature of morality. Thus, we can conclude that is plausible that 
moral realism is true, that the three core arguments remain standing and that anti-realism does not 
provide a sufficient alternative. 
 Moral realism can be specified further in three different accounts. A realist can subscribe to 
ethical naturalism, “the claim that moral facts and properties just are natural facts and properties” or 
ethical supernaturalism, which “claims that moral facts and properties just are supernatural facts and 
properties” (Brink 1989, 22). In other words, the ethical supernaturalist would argue that moral facts 
are objective, because they are the result of the will of a divine being. Another possibility is non-
naturalism, the “claim that moral facts and properties are neither natural nor supernatural facts and 
properties; they are sui generis” (Brink 1989, 22). As there is no need for me to ‘pick a side’ in this 
discussion, we will not entertain ourselves too much with arguments for and against any of these 
positions.  
 Be that as it may, one contentious claim often emphasized by ethical supernaturalists is that 
the only way in which morality can be objective is exactly through the will of a divine being. The 
argument connecting God and moral realism is structured along the following lines. (1) If God does 
not exist, objective moral values do not exist. (2) Objective moral values do exist. (3) Therefore, God 
exists (Craig and Sinnott-Armstrong 2004, 19). If there is a objective moral law then it requires a 
lawmaker. Without such a lawmaker there could be no such thing as a moral law. Without God, the 
ultimate lawmaker, there can thus be no such thing as an objective moral fact.  
 However, there is no need to favour such an approach. An objection to this approach lies 
again in the Euthyphro dilemma. If a divine being forbids an act because it is immoral, then logically 
that act was immoral before the divine being commanded it: “if God forbids rape but not because it 
is already immoral, God could have failed to forbid rape, and then there would be nothing immoral 
about raping whenever we want” (Craig and Sinnott-Armstrong 2004, 35).  
 A response to this would be that the divine being would never fail to forbid such an act, since 
the divine being is inherently good and rape is inherently bad. Actually, that returns us to the first 
point. This act would have to be immoral before the divine commanded it to be immoral, making the 
divine being superfluous (Craig and Sinnott-Armstrong 2004, 33-36). Consequentially, this is not a 
(small) case against ethical supernaturalism, only a case against the putative necessity of ethical 
supernaturalism, if one wants to defend moral realism.  
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 Furthermore, the position I have taken might all be well and good, but that does not provide 
us with a substantive reason to act morally. Morality might be objective, but so what? Let us take an 
example and assume that ‘stealing is wrong’ is a moral fact. It would be objectively wrong for me to 
steal, but that in itself does not provide me with any reason to refrain from stealing. It might be 
perfectly rational for me to steal something. I might be really hungry, but my appetite happened to 
be far bigger than the content of my wallet. I decide to steal some food, and assuming that I do not 
get caught by the authorities, this seems to have worked out in a pretty positive way for me. You 
might even say that I am happier right now having stolen and eaten some food than I would have 
been if I had not stolen and as a result would still be hungry.  
 In other words, it might be better for me to behave in an immoral way than it would be to 
behave in a moral way. In fact, this is a position that needs be avoided if the purpose of this thesis 
has any chance of success. If I cannot show that it is better for an individual to choose moral action 
over immoral action, it will become a particularly difficult task to provide evidence that a state ought 
to be justified in forcing people to live in accordance with morality. I must confess, a state enforcing 
morality sounds like quite the absolutist position to adopt, but as I will explain in the final chapter, 
there are a number of strict requirements that need to be met before assimilation can be justified. 
Obviously, that still leaves us with the problem of immoral action. 
 To accommodate for these unwanted results, I take the same theoretical position as Larmore 
does. He argues that only through morality are we able to attain our real humanity (Larmore 1987, 
30). (This position shall be defended further in §4.1.) For now it is sufficient to end this chapter with 
the following conclusion. It seems reasonable to acknowledge that what we have hoped to achieve in 
this chapter, and in this thesis in general, is not a complete defence of moral realism. For instance,  
there is no “realist explanation of the action-guiding character of morality”, nor has there been much 
attention to the moral realist explanation of the relationship between motivation and morality. As a 
result, this thesis cannot be considered a full defence of moral realism (Brink 1989, 45-80).  
 It is only within moral realism that the three core arguments, mentioned at the beginning of 
the chapter, are defended. If there is another defensible meta-ethical position that incorporates 
these three arguments as well, it is only fair to assume that this position would suffice as well. This 
seems implausible though, and it is for this reason that I find it justified to speak of a plea in favour of 
moral realism. Of course, the question remains how one can be fully sure, or how a state can be sure, 
that it is correct and in possession of objective moral facts. Clearly this is an epistemological question 
far exceeding the scope of this paper. There is only a need for us to establish that it is possible to 
attain such moral knowledge, not to answer the question how one would go about attaining moral 
knowledge. 
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3. On cultural assimilation 
Having made a case in favour of moral realism, it is now time to move on to the next crucial aspect of 
this essay. It is the adopted position in meta-ethics that will justify a certain state action, which in this 
analysis will be cultural assimilation. In this chapter the concept of cultural assimilation will be 
discussed and explained, and the relationship between a culture and morality will be highlighted. 
First, the connection between cultures and morality will be clarified. Secondly, we will take a look at 
the different definitions that have been ascribed to cultural assimilation.  
3.1. Defining assimilation  
Let us first delve into this issue of cultural assimilation. It is quite obvious that a proper definition of 
this concept is needed before we can continue. It may not be the case that the concept of cultural 
assimilation itself will come under heavy fire. After all, the purpose of this essay is to justify 
assimilation, pleading in favour of a concept without defining it beforehand, is careless at best.  
 Cultural assimilation itself is not an easy concept to untangle. It has been defined as the 
‘melting pot’ theory, wherein assimilation is a process in which multiple cultures living in the same 
territory form a new and inclusive culture. There is no dominance of one culture of the other, instead 
“it is believed that cultures A, B and C in conjunction will create D” (Grauman 1951, 8-9).  
 I have no intention of attacking the essence of the melting pot theory. On the contrary, it 
seems to be a very defensible theory, but it is not the definition of cultural assimilation that we seek 
for this essay.
5
 Furthermore, one can distinguish between political and social assimilation. Political 
assimilation “is a matter of developing loyalty to the receiving community”, while social assimilation 
should be seen as the changes in and unification of “certain outward forms, such as language, habits, 
way of life, etc.” (Grauman 1951, 10).  
 To provide a proper definition of cultural assimilation ourselves we must first distinguish 
between acculturation and assimilation. Acculturation should be seen “as the degree of acceptance 
and of actual participation of an immigrant group in the native society” (Grauman 1951, 3). As 
Grauman points out, assimilation can be used in a narrow sense and in a broad sense. If one takes a 
narrow definition of assimilation, one is basically referring to acculturation, but then assimilation 
                                                          
5
 Defining cultural assimilation as multiple cultures coming together and forming a new inclusive culture gives 
us a problem with the notion of stability. As I will attempt to show in the final chapter, issues of stability greatly 
decrease the number of cases wherein cultural assimilation is justified from the perspective of moral realism. 
Using moral realism to justify cultural assimilation presupposes that a culture knows some moral facts. This 
moral knowledge is a strong basis for the justification of cultural assimilation, but the relationship can only be 
justified if certain conditions are met. One of these conditions is that it is only justified if the dominant culture 
knows the moral facts, and that a minority culture does not know them. In the melting pot theory, a multitude 
of cultures form a new culture, but they cannot all be dominant cultures. Therefore, even if all cultures hold 
different moral truths, moral realism alone cannot justify each culture in demanding that their moral truths 
become part of the new inclusive culture. 
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would only refer to the acceptance and participation of a certain cultural group. It is for this reason 
that a broad sense of assimilation should be applied: “i.e. changes in the immigrant culture, in the 
native culture, and in the relationship between the two” (Grauman 1951, 4).  
 So now we have defined the context in which assimilation should be used. It should be seen 
not only as the performance of an immigrant group within a native society, but also as the changes 
that take place within that immigrant group, as well as the changes within the native group and the 
changes in the relationship between the immigrant and native group. What cultural assimilation 
actually means is as follows: “assimilation may provisionally be defined as a psychological, socio-
economic and cultural process resulting in the progressive attenuation of differences between the 
behaviour of immigrants and nationals within the social life of a given country” (Grauman 1951, 13). 
Three remarks can and must be made about this definition. First, it is a reasonable one, 
partly because it is a very broad and general definition. An objection one could have, is regarding the 
dichotomy between nationals and immigrants. By focussing on the relationship between the 
nationals and the immigrants one would leave out the group of cultural minorities that are neither 
part of the nationals, nor can be considered immigrants. The easy examples here are the positions of 
native Americans in the United States or Aboriginals in the Australian context. We need to account 
for this caveat, but this requires no great effort.  
If morality is objective then it should equally apply to all citizens of a state: the so-called 
nationals and the immigrants, as well as the members of these native minorities. For present 
purposes it is sufficient to place these latter minorities in the same category as the immigrants. 
Assimilation refers “to the incorporation of a foreign group into another society” (Grauman 1951, 4). 
If we define this other society as the national society and thus the dominant culture, there seem to 
be no grave objections against combine the native minorities with the immigrants. They shall 
together form the foreign group. For lack of a better name, let us call this group the ‘members of 
cultural minorities’. 
Second, the concept of assimilation is here described as a process in which the members of 
the dominant culture and the minority cultures interact with, learn from and adapt to each other. 
This should be seen as a two-way process: “the transformation of culture is not unilateral; borrowing 
or copying the practices of the other group occurs on both sides, though the general pattern which 
prevails is that of the dominant body” (Grauman 1951, 9). However, as will be fully discussed in the 
final chapter, this thesis is only meant as a justification for the dominant body. In this way we might 
take the interpretation of Fairchild to be sufficient. “He describes assimilation as a unilateral process 
in which the immigrant group conforms and identifies itself with the receiving community. (…) 
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“Nationality” is mainly a cultural concept; therefore assimilation between nationalities amounts to 
“cultural harmonization” or cultural assimilation” (Grauman 1951, 11, Fairchild 1926, 396-401).
6
 
Finally, it must be noted that cultural assimilation is not a single process. It is a combination 
of two equally important processes. There is a difference between “assimilation of individuals and 
assimilation of secondary groups” (Grauman 1951, 15). In short, it can be said that individuals 
generally assimilate to the secondary groups, while secondary groups assimilate to the national 
culture. A secondary group is a cultural group to which an individual belongs or wants to belong. 
Here we could think of many variables, but the list of Grauman
7
 (socio-economic groups, areas and 
religions) seems to give us a good indication of the direction in which we should look:  
“There are thus, broadly speaking, two distinct types of assimilation; the immigrant may 
assimilate directly by joining the native secondary groups, or he may be assimilated as his secondary 
groups are assimilated by the native society” (Grauman 1951, 16).  
However, it seems plausible that these processes do not work completely separate from each 
other. Instead, they work at the same time with differing levels of emphasis in different cases. Some 
individuals might assimilate through a conscious choice for a certain native secondary group, other 
individuals are assimilated by the government because their secondary group is forced to assimilate. 
This latter process is obviously of more relevant to this essay. 
3.2. Cultures and morality  
What exactly defines a culture is contentious. This was not the case in the early seventies, when 
studies into the concept of culture were very much the sole task of anthropologists: “anthropology at 
the time had a virtual monopoly on the concept of culture. In political science and sociology, culture 
was associated with the by then sclerotic Parsonian theoretical analysis” (Sewell Jr. 1999, 36). This 
has changed over the years and the concept has become very volatile, but luckily we do not need to 
involve ourselves too much in this debate. We can accept the following definition of culture. It is “an 
integrated system of learned behaviour patterns that are characteristic of the members of any given 
society. Culture refers to “the total way of life of particular groups of people”  (Kohls 2001, 17-18, 
Robertson McQuilkin 1980, 113)
8
.  
 Part of this definition is the notion that cultures are also shared instances of beliefs, 
attitudes, feelings, values and morals. Moral values can be embedded in cultural practices. In other 
words, morality is part of the core of characteristics that form a culture. Correspondingly, the 
                                                          
6
 Grauman paraphrases the work of Fairchild. However, the original source could not be retrieved. 
7
 “However, the press, radio, cinema, national advertising, government directives, etc., are functions of national 
culture which directly influence the values of individuals. Thus the individual mainly assimilates to the values of 
his secondary groups and to a lesser degree to national values” (Grauman 1951, 15) 
8
 The quote is originally from Kohls, yet it could only be retrieved in the text of Robertson McQuilkin. 
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relationship between an individual and a culture is not merely legal or ethnic, but is also a moral 
relationship.  
 Admittedly, this seems rather obvious. Yet, it is essential to clearly establish the relationship 
between a culture and morality. Morality is simply a crucial part of any culture. Morality is not just a 
result of individual thinking or contemplation, moral values are embedded in our cultural norms and 
practices. Nevertheless, this does not give these cultural moral values any special force. After all, we 
were not making a case for moral relativism, it is nothing more than an observation. It is just an 
empirical fact that there is such a phenomenon as a cultural morality. In itself, that does not say 
anything substantive about the extent to which such a morality is successful in being objectively true 
(or is failing and being objectively false).  
 The main point is that this link provides us with a greater scope for the concept of cultural 
assimilation. For there is always a reason needed as to why cultural assimilation can be justified. 
Without establishing the link between a culture and morality it might not be sufficiently clear that 
the reason for cultural assimilation could very well be a moral one. Justifying cultural assimilation on 
non-moral grounds would limit our possibilities severely. We might be able to argue that assimilation 
helps national unity, or something along those lines, but (as I will discuss briefly in §4.3) this seems to 
be a particularly difficult point to make. Yet making sure that assimilation can be also be based on 
moral grounds expands our scope sufficiently. It allows us to defend the notion that morality is a 
strong theme within cultures, and since assimilation is aimed at cultures, we can use morality as a 
basis for our justification of cultural assimilation. 
  
   
 
 
25 
4. The scope of assimilation 
In the previous chapters I have argued that morality is external and objective. As such, there are 
three core arguments that I have defended. We found that there are sufficient reasons for us to 
accept that: 
1. Morality is objective. There are objective moral facts. 
2. It is possible to have an objectively right answer in a moral issue. In other words, it is possible 
to know a moral fact. 
3. Morality is stance-independent and external to us. It is not the result of (idealized) human 
thinking, it is not a construct of our mind. 
The purpose of this final chapter is to use these positions to justify cultural assimilation, but before 
explicating thus position, a number of issues must be taken care of. First of all, the argument shall be 
made that morality possesses an inherent goodness. Accordingly, this can be framed as the fourth 
core thesis of this essay. More specific, I shall attempt to make the following argument: morality is 
the only extrinsic value through which we can lead truly, and objectively happy lives. Secondly, a plea 
shall be made that cultural assimilation is a specific form of paternalism.  
 The argument here will be that seeing assimilation as a form of paternalism is not only 
correct, but is essentially what justifies assimilation on the one hand, yet limits its scope on the other 
hand. These are two welcome consequences of placing cultural assimilation in its appropriate 
context. And finally, the justifiability of cultural assimilation on the basis of an objective morality shall 
be made explicit, after which it shall be contended that there are various requirements and 
limitations that apply before any justification is possible. 
4.1. The goodness of morality 
As has been mentioned at the end of §2.2, there is also a need for us to show that there is a reason 
to act in accordance with this objective morality. This issue provides us with a number of important 
questions, such as ‘does morality place demands on us?’ and ‘what is the nature of moral 
obligations?’, but, it is not this route that will be taken. Instead, I view objective morality as being 
instrumentally good. It is also uniformly applicable to all individuals, but only in the next section shall 
I expand on this point.  
 Let us first move on through a classic version of this problem given to us by Glaucon, who 
plays the role of the devil’s advocate in a dialogue with Socrates, in Plato’s Republic. After speaking 
on the nature of men and their willingness to be just, in a situation when unjust actions are not 
punishable or noticeable, he presents the following argument. “As to the judgement itself about the 
life of these two of whom we are speaking, we’ll be able to make it correctly if we set the most just 
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man and the most unjust man in opposition”. To set the just and the unjust man in opposition, he 
argues that “we shall take away nothing from the injustice of the unjust man nor from the justice of 
the just man, but we shall take each as perfect in his own pursuit”, but the “perfectly unjust man 
must be given the most perfect injustice, and nothing must be taken away from; he must be allowed 
to do the greatest injustices while having provided himself with the greatest reputation for justice” 
(Plato (1968) 1991, 38).  
 Opposed to him would be the just man, who has no desire to seem just, he simply desires to 
be just.  From him would be taken away any reputation of justness. Furthermore, “doing no injustice, 
let him have the greatest reputation for injustice”, having to live the rest of his life in a just manner 
while being perceived to be unjust, in complete opposition to the unjust man. Only then “can be 
judged which of the two is happier” (Plato (1968) 1991, 39).  
 We can apply this example to the issue of this thesis. Framing it in the appropriate way would 
mean that the core question we need to deal with is whether it is better for one to act in accordance 
with morality for the sake of morality itself, or because morality has favourable consequences? Is it 
better to ‘be’ moral than to ‘seem’ moral? Would one be happier when immoral but celebrated by 
society, or living morally but being mocked, hated and possibly persecuted?  
 The case of Glaucon is coherent and brought in a very convincing way, even making Socrates 
claim that what Glaucon “said was already enough to bring me to my knees and make it impossible 
to help out justice” (Plato (1968) 1991, 40). And although Socrates does offer a refutation to the 
remarks of Glaucon, it involves the construction of the state, the inherent goodness of God and an 
argument seemingly denying free speech if it contains bad morals (Plato (1968) 1991, 44-58). Of 
course, this might be a crude representation of Socrates’ thought, but it does give us an indication 
that his line of reasoning does not seem the right way to proceed.
9
 In this case, who would be 
happier? I would simply argue that the first man would lead the happier life, although happy is not 
necessarily the correct term.  
 To supply this position with an adequate academic foundation, I agree with the position 
taken by Larmore. His argument is that “we attain our real humanity only in and through morality” 
(Larmore 1987, 30) and that a man becomes fully human “only when, instead of remaining subject to 
given needs and desires, he shapes his conduct by a law he gives himself, and morality is not only one 
form of such self-legislation, but also a necessary one for our full humanity” (Larmore 1987, 31).  
                                                          
9
 Nor do we really need to follow his argument. The example of Glaucon might be coherent, but the 
requirements set before we can show that an objectively moral life is intrinsically valuable are set too high. It 
would require us to show that a truly moral man, who is being perceived is being completely immoral, is 
happier than the man who is immoral, yet perceived as being completely moral. It seems unreasonable to 
expect this. Arguably, a fairer conception of this example would to assume that both men would be perceived 
as being completely moral. However, one of them is actually leading an objectively moral life while the other 
only appears to be leading an objectively moral life. All else in this example is equal. 
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 However, this does not presuppose that we construct our own morality, only that we ideally 
self-legislate ourselves on the basis of morality. As Larmore remarks, it does not imply “that moral 
rules are valid simply because we impose them upon ourselves” (Larmore 1987, 31). It is the source 
of the moral rules that grants them their validity. An external, objective morality can be the source 
and provide individuals with valid moral rules to live by.
10
 But while Larmore aligns this position with 
virtue ethics
11
, there is no need for us to do the same.
12
 The man leading a life that not only appears 
to be moral but which actually is moral, is capable of attaining his full humanity. It is a prospect not 
granted to the other unjust man, yet it is exactly the capability to lead a full human life that grants 
the objective morality its goodness: “only morality allows us to become worthy of happiness” 
(Larmore 1987, 30). Leading a happy and full life is an intrinsic good. In this view, we do not value 
being happy as a means for reaching some other end, we value happiness as being an end-in-itself. 
 It is in this that we must adopt an objective utilitarian stance on value, which makes the 
thesis stray away momentarily from meta-ethics and go into the realm of theories of value. We 
                                                          
10
 I intentionally use can instead of is, for I do not intend to say that an objective morality can be the only 
source of a valid moral rule. 
11
 Larmore, in defense of Aristotelian theory argues along the following lines: Morality is not merely a means to 
reach a certain end. We do not aim to be moral because we hope to feel the benefits of a full and happy life 
humanity. Instead, it is argued that morality is an end-in-itself. Larmore works his way to this conclusion by 
taking MacIntyre’s After Virtue as the primary opposition, claiming that his interpretation of Aristotelian ethics 
is mistaken. MacIntyre argues that since the Enlightenment culture has started its period of dominance, moral 
rules are distilled from human nature, making sure that any form of objectivity in ethics will either fail or has 
disappeared. Thus, MacIntyre associates morality being capable of being a source of autonomous value with 
the “collapse of objectivity” (Larmore 1987, 28). However, there is no need for us to subscribe to virtue ethics, 
or to the idea that morality has intrinsic worth. T here is also no reason to assume that the autonomy of 
morality, the notion that morality has intrinsic worth is a result of modern, Enlightenment thinking. Instead, it 
can be found at “the very heart of Aristotle’s ethics” (Larmore 1987, 31). The central idea here is that 
happiness, leading a fulfilled life, “consists in the exercise of virtue”. Thus, “the virtuous life is indeed of 
intrinsic value, indeed a form of life chosen for its own sake, and only thereby a form of life through which we 
attain true happiness” (Larmore 1987, 32). Morality is not a means to the end of living a happy life: if one 
would aim at leading a happy and fulfilled life and uses moral virtues as means of reaching it, one would never 
attain this truly happy life. Moral virtues ought to be valued for their own sake. While that might retain the 
objective status of morality, it does this essay no good. For virtue ethics claims that “a valuable life consists in 
the possession of certain character traits, the exercise of certain capacities, and the development of certain 
relations with others and to the world” (Brink 1989, 221). It would be rather impressive if one would be 
successful in justifying a state to force cultural minorities and individuals to have certain character traits. Even if 
this was not extremely implausible, it is certainly not the route I wish to take here. 
12
 But modern conceptions of a moral life leading to happiness have often emphasized their allegiance to a 
pluralism of viable conceptions of the good life (Larmore 1987, 35). There is no need for us to reject this notion. 
The fact of pluralism does not really hinder our justification of moral realism, nor our plea for cultural 
assimilation. For it is never been the intention to justify the state in having as much power as possible, so that it 
can impose an entire conception of the good life onto its citizens and cultural minorities. “The notion of the 
good life will in general come to include two components – a universally binding morality and a plurality of 
forms of fulfilment” . The range of moral issues in which there is a single correct answer is limited. Not all moral 
debates can be solved in a rational way. Not every moral issue has an objectively right answer, but there are 
moral debates that can be answered in exactly such a way. So, we can affirm that there is a pluralism of 
conceptions of the good, but, under the right circumstances, we can deny that a state needs to be neutral 
towards every aspect of every conception of the good. 
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would argue as follows: having attained our full humanity and being worthy of happiness constitute 
the same good, for it is only by attaining our full humanity, through morality, that we can become 
worthy of happiness. So let us refer to this intrinsic good as happiness. The question whether 
happiness itself is objective or subjective, whether we judge people on their happiness in an 
objective or subjective way, is also a distinction that needs to be made. An extreme subjective 
understanding of happiness would be that it is merely the fulfilment of one’s desires, which “claims 
that what is valuable is what would satisfy one’s actual desires” (Brink 1989, 221). It would mean that 
it is merely a psychological state, “the belief that one is getting the important things one wants” 
(Kraut 1979, 178).  
 This would entail that leading a happy life is nothing more than leading a life in which one 
feels happiness. Yet feeling happy and being happy are not the same phenomena. If J, the main 
character of the first chapter, would ask a girl out, who does not like him, but agrees to go on a date 
with him out of pity, yet has no intention of actually showing up, J might initially feel very happy 
about his life. Until he faces reality when the moment of the actual date arrives and the girl does not 
show up. The feeling of happiness was, in retrospect, based on an illusion. And while that may have 
been the case, the feeling did really exist. “At no time, however, was he really leading a happy life” 
(Kraut 1979, 179). 
 A more subtle subjective understanding of happiness would be that a person can only be 
happy if he is able to live according to the standards that he imposes upon himself. Better to live by 
your own low standards than to live according to the high standards of someone else. We can clearly 
distinguish this from the objective conception of happiness. Here, the argument is that we can only 
be considered leading a happy life if we have reached, or have come reasonably close to, the best life 
possible for us.  
 As a matter of fact, there are important similarities between the two notions. The most 
significant of these is that the subjectivist and the objectivist would both contend that happiness is 
measured by the extent to which one has succeeded in realizing his capacities and is living up to 
certain standards. “We think that if someone falls far short of developing himself, then although he 
may be happy, he is not as happy as he might have been” (Kraut 1979, 182).  
 The difference is that a subjectivist would qualify such an individual as being happy, yet he or 
she could have been much happier. The objectivist would say that if such an individual would be far 
enough from his ideal life, he is not leading a happy life. When wishing for a happy life for a newborn, 
we use the objectivist notion. For in such a case we do not only hope that this baby will later grow up 
living happily according to his own standards, “but we also hope that the child's range of choices will 
not be restricted by unfortunate–that is, unhappy–circumstances” (Kraut 1979, 188).  
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 We hope that this newborn will eventually come at least reasonably close to the best 
possible life he or she still has in front of him or her. Only later in life do we start using subjective 
judgements in regard to someone’s happiness. In case the newborn suffers misfortune later in life, 
that would seem to presuppose that it can never be judged to have attained the objective level of 
happiness that people had wished for him or her when he or she was still a baby. Hence, this 
objectivist line has an inherent inflexibility to it, for it seems to confine the objectivist in saying that 
one is unable to revise one’s standard. So, it is better if we adopt a flexible objectivist position, that 
“will allow for a discrepancy between early wishes and later judgments” (Kraut 1979, 195). When 
hoping that a baby leads a happy life, we intend to “exclude certain events which, if they occur at a 
later time”, would not suddenly mean that such a life cannot be called happy.  
 The objectivist position seems to give us a good account of happiness, but Kraut still rejects 
it. He does so because the objectivist cannot come up with a complete and commonly accepted 
objective theory of value that would make it possible for us to judge to what extent one succeeded in 
reaching the best life possible. Barring such an objectivist account of happiness, it is better to accept 
the subtle subjectivist interpretation of happiness (Kraut 1979, 195-196). Nevertheless, as Brink 
notes, this is not a valid argument: “first, we can be justified in rejecting subjective accounts even if 
we have no fully worked out objective account. (…) Nor is there good reason to be sceptical about 
the existence of a systematic conception of objective welfare” (Brink 1989, 222 n.6).
13
 And while it is 
plausible that none of these conceptions are without criticism, they indeed can be used for 
comparison and correction.  
 The unavailability of an undisputed conception of objective happiness is not a serious 
argument at all, and even if it were, it is not necessarily true. It is my position that morality provides 
us with a conception of objective happiness. What exactly constitutes an objective morality is a 
different issue. In other words, the fact that we do not exactly know which moral values are 
objective, does not make the relationship between morality and happiness any less strong. 
Accordingly, we can conclude that since it is only through morality that we can become happy, the 
relationship morality-happiness can be seen as a means-end construction, wherein both the means 
and the end are objective. “Something is extrinsically valuable if it is instrumentally valuable, 
valuable as a means, or causally produces (…) intrinsic goods” (Brink 1989, 217).  
 Morality, while retaining its objective and external status, is therefore extrinsically valuable. 
Its goodness consists in it being the only instrumental value in attaining happiness. If morality is the 
only way through which we can reach a happy and full life, this seems to presuppose that the 
                                                          
13
 Brink uses the term welfare instead of happiness. “It may be easier to see this distinction as a distinction 
between different conceptions of welfare. For we might think that our criteria for application of the word 
‘happiness’ are predominantly subjective, even if we can think of welfare in completely nonsubjective terms” 
(Brink 1989, 221 n.6) 
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relationship between morality and happiness is stronger. In fact, it is justifiable to speak of morality 
as being a necessary condition in realizing happiness (Brink 1989, 217-219).  
 So, let us reiterate the position that we have achieved in this chapter. Morality is (at least 
partly) objective. It is only through morality that we can attain happiness. Happiness is best judged in 
an objective manner, making it an objective intrinsic good. As follows, the goodness of the objective 
morality consists in it being the only way of reaching this intrinsic good. 
4.2. Assimilation as paternalism 
Having established a definition of cultural assimilation and the notion that assimilation can be 
justified on moral grounds in the previous chapter, it now my intention to place assimilation in its 
appropriate context. As I see it, cultural assimilation is nothing more than a specific form of state 
paternalism, to which I shall from now on refer to as paternalism. Paternalism, as I take it, is the idea 
that a state interferes in the liberty of an individual “justified by reasons exclusively to the welfare, 
good, happiness, needs, interests or values of the person coerced” (Dworkin 1972, 65).  
 Based on our earlier position that morality is intrinsically good and allows us to achieve our 
full humanity, it becomes clear that cultural assimilation is nothing more than a specific form of 
paternalism. Paternalism means that a person would be coerced by the state. This coercion is based 
on a notion that the state, in certain cases, knows it better than the individual. If morality is objective 
and knowable, and the state possesses at least some of those objective moral facts, and a certain 
individual (or a certain culture) does not possess these objective moral facts, the state has more 
moral knowledge.  
 If living a moral life would be better than not living a moral life, there is a certain discrepancy 
between the state and the individual. In such a case, it seems defensible to contend that the state 
knows more, in moral terms, than the individual. Hence, cultural assimilation can be seen as a 
specific form of paternalism and could well be described as ‘moral paternalism’. Evidently, arguing 
that cultural assimilation is part of paternalism does not justify paternalism itself. It only justifies 
seeing cultural assimilation as being a specific form of paternalism. Thus, what in fact is vital is a 
justification for this very specific form of paternalism. 
 The notion of paternalism, as J.S. Mill describes, poses us with several difficult questions. 
“What, then, is the rightful limit to the sovereignty of the individual over himself? Where does the 
authority of society begin? How much of human life should be assigned to individuality?” (Mill (1859) 
1985, 141). Mill argues that this coercion is only justified in a very limited number of cases. Any form 
of coercion is only justified in cases where an individual threatens the interests of others. In other 
words, self-protection is central to his theory. This does not mean that we ought to be selfish, 
individualized and not interested in the lives and well-being of others, but “neither one person, nor 
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any number of persons, is warranted in saying to another human creature ripe of years that he shall 
not do with his life for his own benefit what he chooses to do with it” (Mill (1859) 1985, 142).  
 As I see it, the strongest justification for this position follows directly in the next sentence of 
his analysis. His argument is that an individual knows what is best for him, and he or she knows this 
much better than anyone else in society. As Mill puts it, an individual is “most interested in his own 
well-being: the interest which any other person (…) can have in it is trifling compared with what 
which he himself has; the interest society has in him individually (…) is fractional and altogether 
indirect, while with respect to his own feelings and circumstances the most ordinary man or woman 
has means of knowledge immeasurably surpassing those that can be possessed by anyone else” (Mill 
(1859) 1985, 142-143).  
 If a society wants to impose its will on an individual it will most likely do so on the basis of 
generalized presumptions on the good life that are probably mistaken. Even if they were to be 
correct, it seems most likely that they will be “misapplied to individual cases”. This argument, 
however, does not really work when dealing with an objective morality. For if my argument in favour 
of moral realism has succeeded, we can deduce that some of the general presumptions Mill talks 
about are the consequences of an objective, external and good morality. The fear of Mill can be 
remedied, since this form of paternalism can only be justified if the state is correct. If, and only if, the 
state is in possession of the moral facts can it be justified in enforcing them. The risk of being 
mistaken is non-existent, because one cannot be mistaken about things that are objectively true.  
 Furthermore, exactly because morality is objective and external, and therefore not 
dependent upon the desires, beliefs and attitudes of individuals, there can be no such thing as 
misapplication. An objective morality, being the necessary condition in realizing the objective good of 
happiness, applies to everyone in the same way, for it is exactly the nature of this objective morality 
that makes it stance-independent. Living a moral life is the necessary condition for living a happy life. 
One is happier living a moral life than one would be if one did not live a moral life. What exactly 
constitutes living a moral life is a question for a different paper, for that is a question within morality. 
All in all, we can describe our position as being able to say “there is a list of objective moral facts!”, 
without being able to name any of those moral facts. 
4.3. The position and the requirements 
So let us review the positions that have been taken so far. We have claimed that morality is 
objective, external and that we sometimes get it right. Moreover, cultural assimilation is the process 
of one culture being forced to replace (at least a part of) their values with the values of another 
culture. Furthermore, these can be non-moral values and moral values, and the purpose of this thesis 
has been to answer the question whether the moral values can justifiably be expected to be given 
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up. Besides, we have described cultural assimilation as a specific form of paternalism. And finally, 
morality is inherently good, for it is the only way through which we can realize the objective and 
intrinsic  good of happiness. It is because of this that an objective morality can act as a justification of 
cultural assimilation. It is commonly accepted that a state should have no say in our quest for or our 
conception of the good life. If something is morally wrong, it is morally wrong, but we should allow 
people the time and space to discover such a thing for themselves. I have no intention of attacking 
this line of reasoning, but if the moral value is objectively wrong, it becomes a different story.  
 As an example, let us assume that torturing is objectively wrong. As a result, it is a moral fact 
that it is wrong to torture someone. A certain cultural group tortures people, whether it is for fun or 
because they hope to gain valuable informative out of him does not matter. The state in which this 
cultural group resides is in possession of the moral fact that torturing is wrong. It seems illogical to 
argue that it is then not justified in preventing such a group of acting in such a manner. And since the 
act is clearly based on a moral belief, on a moral value, the objective morality justifies cultural 
assimilation. It justifies the act of a state in forcing a cultural group to give up a cultural practice, and 
by giving up a cultural practice and living according to this objective moral fact, the cultural group 
would be leading objectively happier lives as well.  
 This gives also us the first, although quite obvious, requirement that needs to be met before 
we can justify assimilation. It limits the possibility of justified cultural assimilation to instances in 
which the objective morality is known. Only in cases where there is a discrepancy between different 
cultures, assimilation can be justified. If culture A holds the moral truth, or some moral truths, and 
culture B does not, culture A is justified in enforcing cultural assimilation on moral grounds. This can 
only be done to the extent that the objective morality is known. So if culture A holds objective moral 
facts X and Y, and culture B holds contrary positions in those moral facts, making their moral beliefs 
wrong, culture A is justified in enforcing cultural assimilation only to the extent of their known 
objective moral facts. Thus, there is a need for a discrepancy between different cultures. However, 
this raises two important issues.  
 The first one is whether it can be deemed wrong to hold a moral belief that is objectively 
false. This issue can be dealt with relative ease. The answer is no. Holding a moral belief is never 
ground for state intervention, no matter how mistaken that belief is. I do not propose a kind of 
Orwellian society in which there is a Thought Police. Holding an objectively wrong belief provides no 
ground to justify any form of cultural assimilation. Acting upon that belief does. So cultural 
assimilation cannot be justified if a certain culture holds the belief that torturing is good, but if that 
belief makes them act in an according way, then it becomes a ground. Holding the mistaken belief 
that torture is fine is not a problem, actual torturing is.  
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 The second issue is that we have been talking about cultural assimilation as being a state act, 
yet in the previous paragraph I have switched to saying that cultures, and not the state, can be 
justified in enforcing cultural assimilation. This requires some explanation. We can work our way to 
the answer by positing the issue in the following way. What if it is not the state that knows the moral 
facts? What if a cultural minority is in possession of the moral facts? It is my position that a dominant 
culture is required, and that the state is represented through this dominant culture.
14
 So when we 
say that a culture is justified in forcing another culture to assimilate, what we truly mean to say is 
that the dominant culture, on which the state is based, is justified in forcing another culture to 
assimilate, if, and only if, the other requirements are being upheld as well. 
 We take this position mainly out of practical reasons. We have no intention to turn the legal 
system upside down. Thus, there is no reason to give cultures the right to enforce assimilation, this 
right solely belongs to the state. It is only possible for us to hold that a culture can enforce cultural 
assimilation, if that culture is the dominant culture through which the state is represented. However 
this seems to be more a question of semantics. More importantly, we also take this position because 
we must not underestimate the need for stability. If we maintain that a cultural minority who holds 
(certain) moral truths has a legitimate claim to compel the state to justify cultural assimilation, it 
would put the theory in a very awkward position.  
 For let us assume that culture A in country X knows a certain moral fact. However, culture A 
consists of only a small community, not even representing a single percent of the total population. It 
would be rather strange and detrimental for the stability in a country to argue that this culture can 
make any legitimate claim to compel the state to enforce the other cultures to assimilate into their 
culture. So, in some cases stability ought to be favoured over living according to an objective 
morality. It is not an especially gratifying concession to make, considering the goodness of living a 
moral life, but it is necessary concession nonetheless. 
 However, Kymlicka argues that cultural assimilation is neither “necessary nor justifiable” 
(Kymlicka 2002, 354). As a final remark, let us deal with his criticism and see if we can refute it. With 
his first clause, the unnecessary nature of cultural assimilation, he argues that assimilation is not 
necessitated out of need for national unity. In fact, “since there is no evidence that those immigrants 
who remain proud of their heritage are less likely to be loyal and productive citizens of their new 
country” (Kymlicka 2002, 354), a search for national unity cannot be a reason to force minority 
cultures to assimilate.  
                                                          
14
 The way in which a dominant culture is represented in the state is not necessarily important. It does not 
matter whether the government, the representation of the state, is democratic or authoritarian. Of course, one 
can probably be justified in saying that a democratic state is legitimate in comparison to an authoritarian state, 
but arguments in favour of that are not of any influence for our present purposes. 
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 This criticism might very well be valid for a lot of cases in which a state has the intention of 
forcing cultures to assimilate, but it does not seem to apply to the contents and arguments of this 
thesis. It is never the need for a national unity that necessitates cultural assimilation, it is the nature 
of morality itself that could possibly necessitate cultural assimilation. There ought not to be a 
political agenda behind cultural assimilation. Creating a national unity or enforcing stability ought not 
to be the intended purpose of assimilation. It is the extrinsic goodness of morality that is a necessary 
clause for assimilation, for it is in morality that people can discover their full humanity. 
 His second argument is that cultural assimilation is not justified, arguing that it would entail 
unfair costs for immigrants. The state imposes certain requirements that immigrants need to meet in 
order for them to successfully integrate, and even earning “the right to become citizens after a 
relatively short period of time” (Kymlicka 2002, 353). It seems only fair that a government keeps the 
costs that accompany these requirements as low as possible, otherwise it would be practically 
impossible for immigrants to live up to the standards of integration that is demanded by the state 
(Larmore 1987, 353-354).  
 This position seems justified, and even if one could muster up an objection against it, I have 
no intention to attack it. It seems only reasonable that a state does not impose its immigrants with 
unreasonably high costs. However, this objection of Kymlicka is not a convincing argument against 
the purpose of this thesis either. A state demanding that a cultural minority adapts to the same level 
of moral knowledge, or a state forcing a group to give up its cultural practices which are objectively 
wrong, does not seem to exceed the minimal costs. In fact, it seems to me that this is the exact 
definition of keeping the costs at a minimum. A state is only justified in enforcing cultural 
assimilation if it (1) knows (at least some part of) the moral truth and (2) only to the extent that it 
knows the moral truth makes a group assimilate. If these requirements are fully met, then it seems 
impossible for the conception of cultural assimilation to become even more minimal. 
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Conclusion 
This thesis can be construed as an attempt to justify cultural assimilation through a moral realist 
position. It has been a venture to discover the nature of morality from a meta-ethical and an ethical 
position, and provide sufficient reason as to why we ought to prefer one approach over the other 
approach. Central to this thesis was the following research question: how can cultural assimilation be 
justified through moral realism? Of course, this question could have been answered without actually 
justifying moral realism, but the argument would have had less value that way. Within this question 
are three sub-debates distinguishable. By discussing each sub-debate a brief synopsis will be given of 
the thesis. 
 The first sub-debate was the plea for moral realism. Evidence has been provided which 
suggests that moral realism gives us the best account of morality. I have tried to show that we ought 
to favour a cognitivist position over a non-cognitivist position, that moral success theory provides a 
better explanation than moral error theory and that moral constructivism, whether it is subjective or 
objective, cannot threaten moral realism. It has been shown that there is reason to assume that our 
moral discourse is aimed a representing morality and moral facts, and that we sometimes succeed in 
representing these moral facts. Additionally, there is reason to assume that the truth of a moral fact 
is not crucially dependent on our attitudes. 
 The second sub-debate that required our attention was the need for a clear definition of the 
concept of cultural assimilation. Cultural assimilation has been constructed as a relationship between 
different cultural groups, in which culture A gives up part of its culture and replaces it with a part of 
culture B. Hence, we have distanced ourselves from the melting pot theory. Furthermore, I have 
given some evidence as to why morality is strongly incorporated in a culture, making clear that it can 
also be the moral part of a culture that is given up and replaced. 
 The third sub-debate dealt with the connection between morality and leading a happy life. I 
have taken the same theoretical position as Larmore, in the sense that I subscribe to his notion that 
living morally is a necessary condition to attain one’s full humanity, and it is only through this full 
humanity that we can become truly happy. Consequently, morality is viewed as being extrinsically 
good, in the sense that it is not an end-in-itself. However, it is the only way through which one can 
reach the intrinsic good of leading an objectively happy life, which is an end-in-itself.  
 Accordingly, it is possible to summarize our position on cultural assimilation in the following 
way: cultural assimilation is justified because morality is the necessary condition to attain happiness 
and a full humanity. We have shown that there is good reason to assume that morality is objective 
and that morality is good. This makes it justifiable to argue that leading an objectively moral life is 
the necessary condition for leading an objectively happy life. Through cultural assimilation it is 
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therefore possible for a state to make sure that its citizens do not unnecessarily lead a less happy life 
than they need to. It allows the state not the right to make decisions about what a culture conceives 
as a conception of the good, but only that such a conception of the good does not involve 
objectively, morally wrong acts. 
 It is by setting these requirements that we can justify cultural assimilation from a moral 
realist position, while still being able to limit its scope. Furthermore, it places a certain burden on the 
state before cultural assimilation can be justified. Only if the state knows the moral facts can it be 
justified in enforcing cultural assimilation, and it can only do so in the areas in which it actually 
possesses the moral knowledge.   
 Cultural assimilation is justified because morality is a necessary condition in attaining 
happiness. Adopting a moral realist position makes it possible to contend that there is an objective 
and external necessary condition to attain happiness, and thus that a state can indeed be justified to 
enforce cultural assimilation if, and only if, it is done on moral grounds. It cannot be justified for 
reasons of stability, or because the state strives towards a greater national unity. Sometimes the 
state is justified in making your decisions for you, but only if one acts upon the moral facts in a 
negative way. Holding a false moral belief can never be a justification for cultural assimilation. 
 However, as has been discussed, there are a number of requirements that need to be met 
before the justification can actually be granted. Not only does a state need to be in possession of the 
moral facts, it is also only justified in enforcing assimilation on the moral facts that it knows about. 
Furthermore, there needs to be a discrepancy in moral knowledge between the different cultures 
and it is only justified if there is a dominant culture through which the state is represented. As such, 
cultural assimilation is only justified if it meets the following four requirements: 
1. It is exhibited by the dominant culture represented in the state 
2. The state knows (at least parts of) the moral truth 
3. Other cultures in the state do not know the (parts of) the moral truth that the state does 
4. The state only assimilates cultures upon the moral truths that it knows. 
 In sum, this essay can be construed as an attempt to show that an objective morality can 
justify cultural assimilation, without actually proposing what exactly is part of that objective morality. 
So, how can cultural assimilation be justified through moral realism? It is by adopting the position 
that an objective morality exists, that morality is a necessary good and that it is through this morality 
that we can attain our full humanity. Only if the state has certain moral knowledge that a cultural 
minority does not have is it allowed in enforcing cultural assimilation. 
  
 
 
37 
Literature 
Boyd, Richard N. “How to be a Moral Realist.” In Essays on Moral Realism, by Geoffrey Sayre-McCord, 
181-228. New York: Cornell University Press, 1988. 
Brink, David O. Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989. 
Brink, David O. “Moral Realism and the Sceptical Arguments from Disagreement and Queerness.” 
Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 1984: 111-125. 
Craig, William Lane, and Walter Sinnott-Armstrong. God? A debate between a Christian and an 
atheist. New York: Oxford University Press, 2004. 
Cuneo, Terence. The Normative Web: An Argument for Moral Realism. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007. 
Dworkin, Gerald. “Paternalism.” The Monist, 1972: 64-84. 
Fairchild, Henry P. Immigration. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1926. 
Grauman, Robert A. Methods of studying the cultural assimilation of immigrants. London: University 
of London, 1951. 
Joyce, Richard. “Moral Anti-Realism.” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy . 21 June 2009. 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2009/entries/moral-anti-realism/ (accessed April 22, 2013). 
Kohls, Robert. Survival Kit For Overseas Living. Chicago: Systran, 2001. 
Kraut, Richard. “Two Conceptions of Happiness.” The Philosophical Review 88, no. 2 (1979): 167-197. 
Kymlicka, Will. Contemporary Political Philosophy. New York: Oxford University Press, 2002. 
Larmore, Charles E. Patterns of moral complexity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987. 
 
 
38 
Lillehammer, Hallvard. Companions in Guilt: arguments for ethical objectivity. Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007. 
Mackie, J. L. Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong. London: Penguin Books, 1977 (1990). 
Mill, John Stuart. On Liberty. London: Penguin Books Ltd., (1859) 1985. 
Plato. The Republic. Translated by Allan Bloom. New York: Basic Books, (1968) 1991. 
Robertson McQuilkin, J. “Limits of Cultural Interpretation.” JETS, 1980: 113-124. 
Sayre-McCord, Geoffrey. “The Many Moral Realisms .” Southern Journal of Philosophy, 1986: 1-22. 
Sewell Jr., William. H. “The Concept(s) of Culture.” In Beyond the Cultural Turn, by Victoria E. Bonnell, 
Lynn Hunt and Hayden White, 35-61. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999. 
Shafer-Landau, Russ. Moral Realism: A Defence. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005. 
Smith, Michael. The Moral Problem. Blackwell Publishing, 1994. 
Unwin, Nicholas. “Quasi-Realism, Negation and the Frege-Geach Problem.” The Philosophical 
Quarterly 49, no. 196 (1999): 337-352. 
van Roojen, Mark. Moral Cognitivism vs. Non-Cognitivism. 21 December 2012. 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/moral-cognitivism/ (accessed April 05, 2013). 
 
 
